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I . INTRODUCTION 



The comparative study of religion and literature is a very 
old pursuit. In the West, its roots are probably to be found in 
Plato's condemnation of poetry and in the attempts of neo- 
platonists such as Sallustius (4th century CE) to reinterpret the 
poetry of Homer and Hesiod as religious allegory in order to 
remove its offense. 1 Serious critics of later works, by Dante 
and Milton for example, have always been obliged to study the 
religious content of the Commedia or Paradise Lost as closely as 
they study the poetic forms; the two are simply not separable. 

Yet the recognition of the field of religion and literature as an 
independent and interdisciplinary field of academic study is 
relatively recent, and the boundaries of the discipline remain 
very much in dispute. 

Disagreement and uncertainty about what is and is not 

encompassed by the field of religion and literature (R & L) are 

as old as the formal establishment of the field itself. The 

University of Chicago began to offer the nation's first Ph.D. in 

R & L in 1968. Yet in 1971 Giles Gunn, one of that programs 

first graduates, could already write as follows: 

Even a rapid scanning of some of the work which has 
been done in this area will quickly disclose the broad 
range of critical theory and method which has 



1 See Michael Murrin, The Veil of Allegory (Chicago:. 
University of Chicago Press, 1969), 40-50. On Plato's condemnation 
of poetry as irreligious, see Iris Murdoch, The Fire and the Sun: 
Why Plato Banished the Artists (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1977) . 
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characterized it . The spectrum seems to run all the 
way from those who seek to elucidate the manner in 
which literature can be instructed by doctrine or 
doctrine "fleshed out" in literature to those who 
conceive of literature, as Baudelaire says somewhere, 
as "a metaphysics made sensible to the heart and 
expressing itself in images." 2 

The two poles which Gunn identifies - that which examines 

particular literary texts for religious imagery or content versus 

that which seeks an overall metaphysics by blending religion with 

literary theory - still define the major divide within this 

discipline today. 

Indeed, the passage of time has not led to any resolution of 
the tensions and divisions within the academic study of religion 
and literature. In an "evaluative bibliography" of the field 
prepared for the American Library Association in 1975, Vernon 
Rutland calls R & L "an umbrella with a tremendously wide span." 
He goes on to describe the "rumored illegitimacy, miscegenation 
and identity crises" which inevitably accompany "so diffuse an 
interdisciplinary exchange." 3 Other scholarly bodies have had 
similar worries; in the early 1990s the American Academy of 
Religion surveyed its members in hopes of obtaining a more 
coherent map of the R & L landscape and deciding on the 
appropriateness of a standing religion and literature section 
within that body. Although the section was retained, the map 



2 Giles Gunn, Introduction to Literature and Religion , edited 
by Giles Gunn (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1971), 3. 

3 Vernon Rutland, Horizons of Criticism: An Assessment of 
Religious-Literary Options (Chicago: American Library Association, 
1975) , 3 & 5 . 
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remains elusive. A new professor in the field, preparing her 
first syllabus for an introductory course, still likens her task 
to "sewing a button on ice cream." 4 

Although its identity crisis has not been resolved, the 
academic study of religion and literature continues to grow. At 
the time of his study, Rutland identified only Chicago, Syracuse 
and Emory as universities where programs in R & L were 
available. 5 Since then, other private institutions, such as 
LaFayette College, have added programs or faculty positions in 
the field, as have several state university systems, such as 
Virginia and North Carolina. Periodical literature has expanded 
along with the field, both in journals dedicated to inter- 
disciplinary research and in more general theological organs. 

Yet the problem of identifying the boundaries of, and dividing 
lines within, the field of religion and literature have 
persisted; each attempt to suggest outline seems to suffer from 
the subjectivity of the author's own perspective. So as the 
field has grown, these problems have grown right along with it. 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study is to use objective measures to 
try to define the boundaries of the field of religion and 
literature and to identify major rifts and fissures within it. 



4 Carol Thysell, University of North Carolina, Wilmington, in 
an electronic mail message to the author, January 12, 1996. 

5 Rutland, 8. 
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One of the major issues to be addressed is whether R & L is 
indeed a single, interdisciplinary field of study or whether 
several distinct types of academic endeavor are sheltering under 
this very wide umbrella. 

A distinction between those articles which take a literary 
critical approach and those which are more theoretical is obvious 
after even a brief examination of religion and literature 
periodicals. But how sharp and how rigid is this division? Do 
authorship characteristics differ significantly on the two sides 
of the critical/theoretical divide? Do the two groups of 
articles employ different methodologies, or make reference to 
very different groups of texts? 

On the literary-critical side, what works of literature are 
chosen for study? Does one era or genre dominate? Are 
particular methodologies employed or identified? On the 
theoretical side, are specific methodological schools or 
theoreticians cited? Do any such groups or people seem to be 
dominant? 

By using objective measures to study these questions, it 
should be possible to obtain an outline of the field of Religion 
and Literature. Such an outline can be of service of librarians 
in several ways. Studies of this type are especially useful in 
the selection of library material. Does research in R & L at a 
given institution focus either on critical or theoretical work? 
Are there core texts, either literary or methodological, which 
are indispensable for the field? Answers to questions of this 
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type are important for determining how and where a collection 
should be developed. 

A clear sense of the field's outline is also useful for 
indexing and classification. Currently, H. W. Wilson's Religion 
Indexes simply uses the term "religion and literature" for most 
work in this field. But in the Library of Congress 
classification system, books on R & L may end up either in the 
PN 49s (Literature (General)-- philosophy, ethics, religion) or 
in the BL 65s (Religion in relation to other subjects) . By 
determining if Religion and Literature is one field or two, and 
what it encompasses and excludes, more informed decisions can be 
made regarding the assignment of descriptors and classifications. 

Thus this study is intended as a first step in the objective 
assessment of Religion and Literature as an academic field, in 
the hope that such an assessment will be of significant benefit 
to librarians who work with R & L materials. 

Definitions 

Critical Article - For the purposes of this study, a critical 

article will be defined as an article where the major focus 
is a close examination of one or more literary work. 
Theoretical Article - An article which attempts to reflect on the 
general nature of the field of Religion and Literature or 
the impact on that field of a particular philosophical, 
theological or literary movement. 
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Authorial Affiliation - For the purposes of this study, the 
significant affiliation of an author is the academic 
department in which he or she is employed, i.e. English, 
theology, etc. If the author is not an academic, note will 
be taken of whether he or she is a clergyperson or a writer. 

Nationality - In this study, nationality will be recorded based 
on the country in which a scholar lives and works. 

Literary Work - A work of prose fiction or poetry which is 
subjected, either as a whole or in part, to detailed 
analysis . 

Methodology - Any body of theory or school of thought which is 
identified as the guiding principle behind a literary 
analysis or which is suggested as the underpinning of a 
theoretical position. For the purposes of this study, a 
methodology must be explicitly identified; it will not be 
inferred. The possibility of synonyms for the same 
methodology (i.e. feminist and womanist) must be allowed 
for . 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 



Although no bibliometric analysis in the area of Religion 
and Literature has yet been carried out, there are several types 
of previous studies which do indeed provide useful models and 
results for the present undertaking. 

Using bibliometrics to examine periodical literature and 
thus draw conclusions about a particular field is a fairly common 
research project. Many scientific fields have been studied in 
this manner, as have some areas of the social sciences; it is a 
much rarer undertaking in the humanities. One field which has 
been well analyzed using these methods is library and information 
science; some of theses studies provide methodological archetypes 
and suggest the kind of data which can be helpful in examining an 
academic field. 

Lois Buttlar studied both content and authorship 
characteristics in sixteen library journals in a 1991 study. 

Among her major findings are the observation of a slow closing of 
the gender gap in library science publication, especially among 
special librarians, and the conclusion that academic librarians 
account for nearly two-thirds of the scholarly publication in 
this field. She also examined such issues regarding authorship 
as professional standing or type of librarianship practiced, and 
geographic location of the author. In regard to the content of 
articles, Buttlar found an increase in the percentage of 
research-based articles, following a decline in the mid-1970s. 




7 



She also provides an analysis of the most popular subjects for 
articles in library periodicals, including a cross- tabulation of 
subject with author's gender. 6 

Another study, by Paschalis Raptis, focuses on authorship 
characteristics in five international periodicals dealing with 
library science. Given his restriction to journals in English, 
however, his findings that British and American authors dominate 
and that authorship characteristics are very similar to those 
found in American periodicals, are probably not very surprising. 
Raptis also did some limited citation analysis to discover the 
more frequent use of international reports (from IFLA or the UN, 
for example) in these periodicals. 7 

Studies similar to these two have also been carried out on 
specific journals. Mary Sue Stephenson gathered data very 
similar to that collected by Buttlar, but for a ten year run of 
the Canadaian Library Journal . In her study, Stephenson also 
found the gender gap that Buttlar documents, as well as the 
steady increase in research-based articles. 8 In their study of 
articles from JASIS . Stephen Harter and Patricia Hooten add 
another type of data to those already discussed, the funding 



6 Lois Buttlar, "Analyzing the Library Periodical Literature: 
Content and Authorship, " College and Research Libraries 52 
(January 1991): 38-53. 

7 Paschalis Raptis, "Authorship Characteristics in Five 
International Library Science Journals," Libri 42 (1992) : 35-52. 

8 Mary Sue Stephenson, "The Canadian Library Journal 1981- 
1991: An Analysis," Canadian Journal of Information and Library 
Science 18 (July 1993) : 1-18. 
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